University of South Florida

Digital Commons @ University of South Florida
Graduate Theses and Dissertations

Graduate School

November 2021

Successful Leadership Through Rapid, Unplanned Change
Robert "Darin" Grimm
University of South Florida

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/etd
Part of the Business Administration, Management, and Operations Commons, and the Organizational
Behavior and Theory Commons

Scholar Commons Citation
Grimm, Robert "Darin", "Successful Leadership Through Rapid, Unplanned Change" (2021). Graduate
Theses and Dissertations.
https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/etd/9119

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate School at Digital Commons @
University of South Florida. It has been accepted for inclusion in Graduate Theses and Dissertations by an
authorized administrator of Digital Commons @ University of South Florida. For more information, please contact
scholarcommons@usf.edu.

Successful Leadership Through Rapid, Unplanned Change

by

Robert “Darin” Grimm

A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Business Administration
MUMA College of Business
University of South Florida

Co-Major Professor: Tina Yang, Ph.D.
Co-Major Professor: Tony Kong, Ph.D.
Andrew Artis, Ph.D.
Robert Hammond, D.B.A.
Douglas Hughes, Ph.D.

Date of Approval:
October 27, 2021

Key Words: Leadership, Change, Transcendent Leadership, Unplanned Change
Copyright © 2021, Robert “Darin” Grimm

DEDICATION

First and foremost, all the thanks and glory goes to my Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ with
whom all things are possible!
To my precious bride, Christine, who has supported all my endevours including my
countless educational goals with grace, understanding, and love. To my wonderful children,
Hailey, Christian, Jackson, Ellie, Libby, and Lana – you are such blessings to me and I am
abundantly thankful for each one of you! None of this would be possible without the love and
support of my family – thank you!
To my co-chairs, Drs. Yang and Kong, thank you for all your patients and guidance
through the process – I would not have made it to the finish line without you! To Dr. Artis and
David Howard, thank you for encourgaments and sticking with me through the process; your
instruction was a game changer! Drs. Hammond and Hughes, I am thankful for your honest
feedback and pushing for a little more each time; the effort certainly got me to a better place.
Thank you to the 2021 USF DBA Cohort, it was an interesting journey and I’m thankful
for the friendships that have come from our time together. A special thank you to Jay Civitillo,
Dan Kaufmann, and Ben Wroblewski, there’s not another group that I would have wanted to go
through the process with and your humor and encouragement made even the tough moments
worth while. Last but certainly not least, thank you Chad Jones for your friendship and
comroderare – thankful for you brother!

TABLE OF CONTENTS
List of Tables ................................................................................................................................. iii
List Of Figures .................................................................................................................................v
Abstract .......................................................................................................................................... vi
Chapter One: Introduction ...............................................................................................................1
Relevance of this Study .......................................................................................................3
Stakeholders .........................................................................................................................3
Formal Leaders ........................................................................................................3
Frontline Employees ................................................................................................4
Customers ................................................................................................................5
Chapter Two: Review of the Literature ...........................................................................................6
Leading Organizations Through Rapid, Unplanned Change ...............................................6
Organizational Leadership and Change ...............................................................................6
Transformational Leadership ...................................................................................7
Transcendent Leadership .......................................................................................11
Change and Change Management .....................................................................................12
Models of Change Management ........................................................................................13
Kotter’s Eight-Step Model of Leading Change .....................................................13
Nadler and Tushman’s Congruence Model ...........................................................15
Organizational Readiness for Change ................................................................................17
Leadership in Rapid, Unplanned Change ..........................................................................17
Research Questions ............................................................................................................18
Chapter Three: Method ..................................................................................................................19
Participants .........................................................................................................................19
Interview Questions ...........................................................................................................20
Pilot Study 1...........................................................................................................21
Pilot Study 2...........................................................................................................22
Final Protocols and Interviews...........................................................................................25
Analysis..............................................................................................................................26
Chapter Four: Results ....................................................................................................................29
Leadership Behaviors.........................................................................................................33
Supportive Leadership Behavior............................................................................35
Leadership Through Adversity ..............................................................................37
Directive Leadership Behavior ..............................................................................39
Team Leadership Behavior ....................................................................................40
Communication ..................................................................................................................43
i

Socioemotional Communication ............................................................................43
Informative Communication ..................................................................................45
General Communication ........................................................................................46
Transcendent Leadership ...................................................................................................47
Firm Performance During Rapid, Unexpected Change .....................................................48
Written Premium as a Performance Metric ...........................................................48
Combined Ratio as a Performance Metric .............................................................50
Chapter Five: Discussion ...............................................................................................................52
Integration of the Results: An Emergent Model of Crisis Leadership...............................52
Limitations .........................................................................................................................54
Future Research .................................................................................................................57
Conclusion .........................................................................................................................58
References ......................................................................................................................................59
Appendices .....................................................................................................................................62
Appendix A: Interview Questions Used in the First Pilot Study .......................................63
Appendix B: Interview Questions Used in the Second Pilot Study ...................................64
Questions Posed to Leaders ...................................................................................64
Questions Posed to Frontline Employees ..............................................................64
Appendix C: Final Version of the Interview Questions.....................................................65
Questions Posed to Leaders ...................................................................................65
Questions Posed to Frontline Employees ..............................................................66
Appendix D: Interview Data Matrix ................................................................................677
Appendix E: Alphabetical Listing of Codes With Frequencies .........................................68

ii

LIST OF TABLES
Table 1.

Comparing Transactional and Transformational Leadership ........................................9

Table 2.

Seven Leadership Insights ...........................................................................................10

Table 3.

Interview Questions Developed for the Second Pilot Study........................................23

Table 4.

Phases in the Thematic Analysis Process. ...................................................................26

Table 5.

Master List of Interview Data. .....................................................................................27

Table 6.

From Coding to Identifying Themes in the Data. ........................................................28

Table 7.

Interview Codes by Frequency of Mentions ................................................................31

Table 8.

Themes and Codes Arranged by Frequencies ..............................................................32

Table 9.

Leadership Behaviors by Company .............................................................................34

Table 10. Interview Quotes Expressing Supportive Leadership Behavior. .................................36
Table 11. Supportive Leadership Behavior Codes.......................................................................37
Table 12. Leadership Through Adversity Codes .........................................................................38
Table 13. Interview Quotes Expressing Leadership Through Adversity. ....................................38
Table 14. Directive Leadership Behavior Codes .........................................................................39
Table 15. Interview Quotes Expressing Directive Leadership Behavior .....................................40
Table 16. Team Leadership Behavior Codes. ..............................................................................41
Table 17. Interview Quotes Expressing Team Leadership Behavior...........................................42
Table 18. Communication Codes by Company. ..........................................................................43
Table 19. Interview Quotes Reflecting Socioemotional Communication. ..................................45
Table 20. Interview Quotes Reflecting Informative Communication..........................................46

iii

Table 21. Interview Quotes Categorized Under General Communication. .................................47
Table 22. Written Premium Results. ............................................................................................49
Table 23. Combined Ratios for Three Firms. ..............................................................................51

iv

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1. Four Dimensions of Transformational Leadership. .....................................................10
Figure 2. Kotter’s Eight-Step Model. ..........................................................................................14
Figure 3. Frequencies of Codes in each Leadership Behavior Theme. .......................................33
Figure 4. Leadership Behavior Themes in Each of Three Firms. ...............................................34
Figure 5. Mentions of Communication Types by Firm. ..............................................................44
Figure 6. Unemployment Rates in the United States. .................................................................50
Figure 7. An Emergent Model of Crisis Leadership. ..................................................................52

v

ABSTRACT

The studies of leadership and leadership models are voluminous, as is the work on
change within organizations. While scores of information can be found on each of these topics,
the combination of the two is less ubiquitous. The grouping of specific leadership models related
to corporate changes, be it structural or operational, provides an opportunity for new knowledge.
Notably, the literature is scant when the added variable of rapid unplanned change is included in
the combination of leadership and change. This study sought to better understand the impact of
specific leadership behaviors and the impact on an organization during rapid, unplanned change
using Hooper and Potter’s Leadership Insights model (1997) and Crossan et al’s. Transcendent
Leadership Model (2008) as a foundation for study. Comparing and contrasting data from three
independent companies, transcendent leadership competencies were evaluated through
qualitative interviews, which produced operationalizable results in the form of five unique
themes. The implications of this research give leaders within an organization specific direction
on the types of behaviors and communication that will aid in success through rapid, unplanned
change.
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CHAPTER ONE:
INTRODUCTION
Change is an ever-present part of human life. It cannot be circumvented, only avoided.
Even among those persons most averse to it, change inevitably will impact their lives. Business
organizations also are confronted with change, perhaps more so than what individuals face in
their day-to-day lives. Individuals can be opposed to change; they can be the last to adopt a new
way of doing things or postpone their evolution. Business organizations that delay or oppose
change risk not only their success but also their very survival.
Businesses are challenged to change by internal mandates to improve, by their rivals’
advances that threaten their competitive advantage, and - most importantly - by changes in the
external environment. New technologies continue to emerge and evolve, disrupting entire
industries. More than 3.5 billion smartphone users now can communicate instantly across
international borders, changing not only the nature of customer relationships but also enabling
new modes of social interaction and organization (Statista). The growth of the “gig economy”
not only has transformed the employment relationship it has also created new winners (and
losers).
As the rate of external changes has increased significantly over the past decades, many
organizations have become adept at anticipating, adjusting, and even reinventing their business
practices. IBM, once a manufacturer of bulky mainframe computers, then a pioneer in desktop
computing, has transformed into a consulting organization offering cloud-based solutions to
business problems. Once known for green travelers’ checks, American Express is now a
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significant player in the financial services industry. Other firms, less able to adapt, have shrunk
or disappeared. Brands like Kodak, Blackberry, and Blockbuster, once familiar to consumers,
have largely been displaced and forgotten.
During the early months of 2020, an unprecedented event impacted the entire world: the
Covid-19 epidemic. For many businesses, the disruption was catastrophic; for others, the
changes increased sales and made 2020 a boom year. Many other firms found themselves
somewhere between disaster and windfall. Faced with an imperative to find and implement new
ways of working at a moment’s notice, leaders and employees lacked clear direction, much less
an overarching strategy to thrive through this rapid, unplanned change. The coronavirus has
demanded that leaders pivot their businesses without a playbook for responding to an
environmental shock of such magnitude.
As will be explained in the Literature Review, existing models of change leadership offer
at most partial help to organizations when facing sudden, unanticipated crises. They tend to
assume that leaders have the time necessary to engage in careful planning and consensusbuilding. These assumptions may not hold in organizations facing crises. Where might leaders
turn for models that offer guidance when confronted with rapid and unplanned threats in the
business environment? In terms of leaders and the leadership they display, what kinds of
behaviors hold promise in guiding organizations as they navigate the stormy waters of rapid,
unplanned change? Would those same behaviors be effective when leading incremental
organizational change as they are in times of rapid unanticipated change?

2

Relevance of this Study
It is well-understood that organizations create financial value when their managers
implement predictable, easily replicated, efficient, and scalable processes. Change is often the
enemy because it threatens to upend what is predictable, demands new routines and processes,
creates slack capacity, and undermines efforts to scale up. Organizational leaders find themselves
in the unenviable position of creating value through internal, incremental change initiatives while
simultaneously responding to disruptions in the external environment that might require
replacing existing processes or restructuring. In the ideal world, leaders have the time and
resources necessary for careful planning, effective communication, and staged execution of
change initiatives. Rapid changes do not offer that luxury. Offering leaders models and specific
tools to use when faced with the necessity of responding rapidly would be advantageous to all
the organizational stakeholders.

Stakeholders
Organizational changes commonly impact multiple parties withing the organization as
well as outside the orgainizaion. As such, it is important to discuss the potential impact and why
proper change management is needed for the various parties. While several stakeholder groups
are discussed here this is not an exhaustive list but the most common and the most impacted
relative to this study.

Formal Leaders
In this study, a leader is defined as an individual whose position in the formal hierarchy
places them above one or more direct reports. Individuals in these positions are likely to be
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involved at some point in the change process, depending on where they are located in the
hierarchy. Although the specific needs and rationales may vary, change initiatives are typically
initiated at the highest levels of leadership and work their way down the formal organization
from one leader to the next. Even in those cases where change originates “from below,” it is
essential that top management lend its support in promulgating the initiative through the
organization. It thus follows that regardless of whether a leader is near the top or the bottom of
the organization, the better they can walk their direct reports through change, the better the
adoption, implementation, operationalization, and ultimately, the outcomes of the change
initiative.

Frontline Employees
In many organizations, frontline employees occupy a position where the “rubber meets
the road” when it comes to operational changes. Frontline employees are frequently the
organization's members charged with implementing new policies or practices that leaders above
them - often far above them - designed. This expectation often comes with little or no
explanation of why the change is essential or how it might best be implemented, leaving frontline
employees to work it out on their own while continuing to be effective in their jobs. Their
immediate leaders may not fully understand the details of the initiative or may lack skills in
change management. Small wonder that frontline employees are the organizational members
who are most exasperated when changes are rapidly occurring! Giving leadership tools to help
themselves will naturally flow to the frontline employee stakeholder group.
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Customers
Not all changes will be noticed by customers, but this does not minimize the importance
of this stakeholder group. If change is not managed correctly, the impact on customers can be
catastrophic. With 70% of all change initiatives ending in failure (Beer & Nohria, 2000), there is
a significant probability that change will not be adequately managed with one or more
stakeholder groups. An initiative that negatively impacts the ways customers interact with the
business can be costly through lost loyalty and subsequently shopping from competitors.
Conversely, if the changes are handled well, the impact on the customers should go unnoticed or
could even create a more positive customer experience.
Although the stakeholders described thus far are important, they are not the only ones
impacted by rapid, unplanned change. Businesses rely on suppliers. They may provide their
products directly to individuals in retail markets or sell to intermediaries who have downstream
customers. In addition, they are regulated by government entities, yet those same entities could
be suppliers or customers. The impact of changes in an organization can reach far beyond those
immediately associated with the company.
Leaders need, and both frontline employees and customers deserve change within
organizations to go well. While change can be difficult on its own, the added complexity of rapid
change is not something leadership as a whole is prepared to do well today. Identifying what
companies have done well and improved during the process will have long-standing benefits
beyond any single change event. Helping leaders know how to navigate and lead through rapid
unplanned change will have a long-standing positive impact on individuals and organizations.
This study provides leaders with a model that points to specific leadership behaviors and
communication needs while managing through rapid, unplanned change.
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CHAPTER TWO:
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Leading Organizations Through Rapid, Unplanned Change
This literature review was prepared for both the practitioner and the researcher. The first
audience is provided with tangible takeaways that can be implemented when their teams or
organizations face unanticipated changes in the business environment. The second audience is
provided with information that can be applied better to understand the nature of leadership in
response to crisis.
I organized the review around two related domains: organizational leadership and change
management. With respect to the former, I focused on those models that identify leader
behaviors that are believed to be effective in fostering support for change from organizational
members. In the latter, change management models offer guidance to leaders in strategies and
tactics for implementing organizational initiatives.

Organizational Leadership and Change
Both the academic and practitioner literature on leadership is vast. Models and
frameworks have been developed and subjected to rigorous analysis in many management
journals. The shelves in airport bookstores are filled with practical wisdom from leaders not only
in industry but also from sports, military service, and politics. Taken together, this work has
detailed almost every imaginable aspect of organizational leadership. Therefore, it is surprising
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to realize how few of the more popular leadership models emphasize the leader’s ability to
support change or to be an agent of change. In Adair’s Action-Centered Leadership Model,
Blake and Mouton’s Managerial Grid, Fiedler’s Contingency Model, Hersey-Blanchard
Situational Leadership Theory, McGregor’s Theory X and Theory Y, Greenleaf’s Servant
Leadership Model, and Tannenbaum and Schmidt’s Leadership Continuum, the emphasis is not
on leaders as change agents but on leader behaviors that shape member outcomes, such as job
performance, satisfaction, organizational commitment, etc. This is not to say that these
frameworks ignore change leadership. Adair’s Action-Centered Leadership model identifies
achieving the task, building and maintaining the team, and developing the individual as crucial
management responsibilities (Adair, 2002, p. 5). These responsibilities could be essential when
leading a change initiative; however, this is not made explicit. Similarly, the four-step process of
telling, selling, participating, and delegating of Hersey and Blanchard’s Situational Leadership
theory could be applied to leading a team through change. Still, the emphasis lies in how
leadership behaviors change in response to the readiness of team members to perform their tasks.

Transformational Leadership
One framework that has emphasized the leader’s role in organizational change is
transforming leadership, which later became known as transformational leadership (Burns, 1978,
pp. 425–426). The underlying concept of transformational leadership is not new, having first
been coined by Burns in his book Leadership in 1978. In this book, Burns introduced
transformational leadership. Others have picked up where Burns left off to further the details and
definitions of this specific type of leadership.
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According to Burns (1978), transformational leadership theory paints as its ideal a picture
of what leaders should be doing: “leadership brings about the real change that leaders intend” (p.
414). This is an interesting and relevant image because leaders can and should be intentional
about change and what they intend to do to bring it about. However, invoking intention assumes
that leaders are in positions where their ability to plan is relatively unconstrained. In times of
unexpected crises, planning and design are not as easily accomplished.
In Principle-Centered Leadership (2003), Covey further developed the distinction
between a transformational leader and a transactional leader. Several aspects of Covey’s
comparison speak to design, structures, and the long-term, all of which can be associated with
change, making the transformational leadership model a good fit for a baseline of change.
Conversely, according to Covey, “transactional leadership focuses on the bottom line and is
event-centered” (2003, p. 285). By definition, transactional leadership is focused on the here and
now and less so on what is to come and how to get there successfully. A comparison of
transactional and transformational leadership is shown in Figure 1.
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Table 1. Comparing Transactional and Transformational Leadership*
Transactional Leadership

Transformational Leadership

Builds on the need to get a job done and make a living

Builds on the need for meaning

Is preoccupied with power and position, politics and
perks

Is preoccupied with purposes and values, morals, and
ethics

Is mired in daily affairs

Transcends daily affairs

Is short-term and hard data-oriented

Is oriented toward long-term goals without compromising
human values and principles

Focuses on tactical issues

Focuses more on missions and strategies
Releases human potential – identifying and developing
new talent

Relies on human relations to lubricate human
interactions
Follows and fulfills role expectations by striving to
work effectively within current systems

Designs and redesigns jobs to make them meaningful and
challenging

Supports structures and systems that reinforce the
bottom line maximize efficiency, and guarantee shortterm profits

Aligns internal structures and systems to reinforce
overarching goals and values

Adapted from Covey (2003).

While Covey compared transactional and transformational leaders, Bass and Avolio
(1994) have defined transformational leadership through its dimensions, the “Four I’s” as
illustrated in Figure 1.
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Idealized Influence (Charisma)

Inspirational Motivation

Generally defined with respect to followers’
reactions to the leader as well as the leader’s
behavior. Followers identify and emulate these
leaders; the leaders are trusted and viewed as
having articulated an attainable mission and
vision. Such leaders are thoroughly respected,
have many referent powers, maintain high
standards, and set challenging goals for their
followers.

May or may not overlap with idealized influence
or charismatic leadership, depending on how
much followers seek to identify with the leader.
The leader provides symbols and simplified
emotional appeals to increase awareness and
understanding of mutually desired goals. He/she
elevates follower expectations.

4
“I”s
Followers are encouraged to question their old
way of doing things or to break with the past.
Followers are also supported for thinking on their
own, addressing challenges, and considering
creative ways to develop themselves.

Followers are treated differently but equally on a
one-to-one basis. Not only are their needs
recognized and perspectives raised, but their
means of more effectively addressing goals and
challenges are dealt with. With individualized
consideration, assignments are delegated to
followers to provide learning opportunities.

Intellectual Stimulation

Individualized Consideration

Figure 1. Four Dimensions of Transformational Leadership.*
*Adapted from Bass & Avolio (1994)

Leadership Insights Model
A second framework that emphasizes the importance of change leadership is found in
Hooper and Potter’s (1997) The Business of Leadership. I refer to this framework as the
Leadership Insights Model because the authors describe the importance of seven crucial
leadership competencies (“insights”) that extend and complement the four dimensions of
transformational leadership.
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Table 2. Seven Leadership Insights*
Seven Leadership Insights (Competencies)
Setting Direction

Setting an Example

Effective
Communication

Creating Alignment

Bringing the Best out of
People
Leader as a Change
Agent

Decisions and Action in
Crisis or Uncertainty

“Leaders set the direction for the enterprise, have a vision of the future which
invariably differs from the present, and have the ability to communicate that vision
both to their team and to the other stakeholders in the enterprise.”
“Effective leaders act as powerful examples and role models because they know that
people are more influenced by what they see than by what they are told.”
“As a result of the effective communication of the vision and the way the leader
presents themselves, followers experience what is best described as an emotional
effect.”
“If the leader is convincing, the followers will feel they want to be part of the
operation and work towards the common goal themselves. This process of orienting
people to a common vision is the one of alignment.”
“This involves a holistic approach which embraces motivation, empowerment,
coaching and encouragement.”
“Effective leaders must also be proactive to create change in order to operate more
influentially. They become, in effect, change agents promoting and facilitating
approaches to change so that the organization can progress and develop.
The seventh [and crucial] attribute is the ability to lead in times of crisis or
challenge.”

* Definitions quoted from Hooper and Potter (1997, p. 2).

Transcendent Leadership
A third framework relevant in times of organizational crisis is the transcendent leadership
model developed by Crossan and their colleagues (2008a, 2008b). The unique contribution
offered by this model is its emphasis on leadership at three levels: self, others, and organizations.
While the other models that were taken into consideration focus on the leadership of others as
well as the organization the Trascendent model uniquely contemplates the aspect of leading
“self”. Crossan defines leading self as leaders who “actively develop strengths such as selfawareness and self-regulation (2008). At the intersection of leadership of the organization,
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leadership of others, and leadership of self lies the core of what Transcendent Leadership
represents (Crossan et al., 2008).
Hooper and Potter’s (1997) leadership insights succinctly describe competencies that are
crucial for leading organizational change, particularly in response to sudden, unexpected crises.
Transcendent leadership theory (Crossan et al., 2008) complements these competencies by
emphasizing how change leadership should operate at three distinct levels: self, others, and
organizations. These two frameworks informed the design of my study and the interpretation of
its results.

Change and Change Management
Change is the constant in nature and business. The ability to adapt to changes is the key
to survival and success. While this is true during routine operations, the need to change and do so
rapidly and successfully is paramount in times of rapid, unplanned change. This literature review
offers the reader key insights into previously published works on change and change
management. An additional benefit to this literature review is in exposing the opportunities that
abound regarding potential future research in this well-defined space within change management
and leadership.
In this review, the author is looking to answer the question: “How does transcendent
leadership impact the success of the organization during rapid, unplanned change?”. This
question is of interest to those in leadership at any organization that may be impacted by rapid
and unpredictable change. Likewise, anyone who is impacted by organizational change would
gain insight into how to best manage that process by reviewing the literature that impacts
working through change successfully. The author wants to make clear that this literature review
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does not cover the wide landscape of change management but seeks to better understand the
management of rapid change due to an unplanned crisis.

Models of Change Management
Numerous models of leading change are found in the management literature, and most
have elements that address rapid change in times of crisis. However, several models may be
particularly relevant when organizations face unexpected crises from the business environment.
Kotter’s Eight-Step Model of change leadership (2012) and Nadler and Tushman’s Congruence
Model (1980) are well-known and respected among academics and practitioners alike. I discuss
how each of these models informs change leadership during a crisis.

Kotter’s Eight-Step Model of Leading Change
As implied by its title, in their model Kotter (2012) recommend that leaders follow a
sequence of eight steps in implementing a change initiative. Following the steps in the sequence
is essential in achieving buy-in from members of the organization. Figure 2 illustrates the eightstep sequence in Kotter’s (2012) leading change model.
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Figure 2. Kotter’s Eight-Step Model.*
* Adapted from Kotter (2012).

The eight steps in Kotter’s model fit the general area of change well, clearly delineating a
sequence of steps for management to follow when leading a change initiative. Particularly
relevant to businesses facing a crisis that demands an immediate response is the first step of the
model, establishing a sense of urgency. Unlike incremental change initiatives, crises emerge
quickly, and organizations do not enjoy the luxury of extensive planning. Further, because crises
frequently present novel challenges, there is insufficient information to guide action. Lacking
time and information, leaders facing crises are likely to achieve better outcomes by taking any
reasonable action if the alternative is to take no action at all. Without a sense of urgency from the
beginning, leaders will find it difficult to move their organizations forward.
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The remaining seven steps in Kotter’s model are appropriate when responding to crises,
provided that leaders (a) quickly establish a sense of urgency, (b) maintain the sense of urgency
through the implementation of steps two through eight, and (c) bring the change initiative to its
conclusion before the crisis has too severe an impact on the organization. If steps two and
beyond cannot happen in rapid succession, then following this model may not lead to a viable
solution in a crisis.

Nadler and Tushman’s Congruence Model
A second model that shows potential in guiding organizational leaders in response to
crisis is Nadler and Tushman’s Congruence model (1980). This model represents the component
parts of an organization as being in a web of interdependent relationships that transform inputs
into outputs.
According to Nadler and Tushman (1980), “The critical dynamic is the fit or congruence
among the components” (p. 47). A change in organizational inputs could disturb the
interdependencies among work, formal organization, informal organization, and people,
negatively affecting the performance of individuals, teams, and the entire organization. A change
in one of the internal components could disrupt the interdependences among the other three,
leading to lower performance. On the other side of the coin, a change to one component could
positively impact performance, provided that changes are implemented in the other three
components to bring the entire system back into congruence.
Unexpected events in the business environment, such as the Covid-19 crisis, enter the
organization on the input side of Nadler and Tushman’s congruence (1980) model. The relevance
of the model lies in its recognition that an effective response to crisis requires both understanding
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its effects on the interdependences and the implementation of initiatives that restore congruence
among the components.
A strength of Nadler and Tushman’s (1980) model is the adaptability inherent in nonlinear processes among the components. There are distinctive inputs and outputs, but what
happens in between is fluid, creating dynamic shifts in the interdependencies among the
organization’s components. Nadler and Tushman’s model thus appears to be especially
applicable where the business environment is unpredictable and prone to crises. The strength of
the model is also its most apparent weakness: flexibility. There are ideal configurations among
work, people, formal structure, and informal organization for any set of inputs and desired
outputs. But there are far more incongruent configurations, and identifying and implementing
congruent ones is no easy task. In contrast, Kotter’s (2012) eight-step model shines due to its
linear approach and step-by-step process.
Applying Tushman and Nadler’s (1980) model involves considerable interpretation of the
interdependencies within the organization and how they might be congruent. The downside to
this interpretative freedom and ambiguity is that its application to an organization facing a crisis
could depend upon controlling the inputs, internal components, and outputs. Although this
potential drawback could be overcome through a strategic planning process, doing so would
increase the time required to formulate a response in crises when haste is necessary.
Although other change leadership models can be found in the management literature,
Kotter’s (2012) eight-step approach and Nadler and Tushman’s (1980) congruence model
address the key elements. One model’s strengths (the linear sequence of eight steps) address the
other model’s limitations (the fluidity and flexibility of the congruence model). Combining the
two models may provide a solution when looking to address rapid, unplanned change. However,
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the literature does not speak to combining these models in response to crisis or other
circumstances.

Organizational Readiness for Change
In a recent Harvard Business Review article (Michaels and Murphy, 2021), the authors
discuss nine traits that support a company’s ability to change successfully. These nine traits are
given equal weight in relation to the capacity to change. My research suggests that there are
several traits that a company needs to have to navigate through change successfully, but there is
significant weight placed on a couple of those traits, not an equal division.

Leadership in Rapid, Unplanned Change
Research in management and industrial-organizational psychology has explored how
organizations and their leaders address change. Both disciplines have sought to understand how
people in various situations work through the change process. The result has been an immense
literature devoted to the topic of change in organizations. The preponderance of this research
focuses on organizational change in response to external threats and opportunities that emerge
gradually. And although research on the effects on traditional organizations of disruptive
technologies has begun to emerge, there remains a relative lack of work on how organizations
implement change in response to an immediate and severe crisis. This gap in the literature
represents an opportunity for further research.
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Research Questions
Drawing from my understanding of the organizational context and informed by my
review of the literature, I formulated the following research questions to guide this study:
RQ1: How does transcendent leadership impact the success of organizations during rapid
unplanned change?
RQ2: What leadership attributes are key to help organizations successfully work through
rapid, unplanned change?
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CHAPTER THREE:
METHOD

The over-arching goal of this qualitative research study was to explore the nature of
leadership behaviors in organizations experiencing rapid, unplanned change. I conducted
interviews with members of three firms during the midst of the Covid-19 epidemic, soliciting
their perceptions of leadership behaviors in response to my research questions.

Participants
The participants in this study were drawn from three independent but similar companies
operating in the field of worker’s compensation insurance. Although each company was a
subsidiary of a larger parent organization, each operated under their own leadership structure,
made their own decisions regarding their business operations, and managed their employees.
This independence applied not only to day-to-day operations but also to strategic decisions.
The design of the study included conducting interviews with between eight and ten
members from each organization, for a total of between 24 and 30 potential interviews. To be
selected for an interview, an employee had to have a minimum of two years of consecutive
employment in their organization. This requirement was instituted to ensure that participants
would be familiar with the recent history of their organizations and, in particular, have
knowledge of how its leadership had managed change. Members with less than two years of
organizational tenure may not have had sufficient exposure to leaders during periods of change
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to respond knowledgeably. The participants were drawn from leadership positions and frontline
workers in approximately equal proportions.
For the purposes of this study, to be considered a leader, an individual had to have a
minimum of one direct report. Although this was the minimum standard for leadership, there was
no upper limit to the number of direct reports. Nor was there a limit to the number of indirect
reports, i.e., subordinates who had their own direct reports. Leaders from all levels were
interviewed, from those who lead frontline employees to divisional senior vice presidents. The
direct reports of leaders who participated in the study were not interviewed in order to prevent
confounding and to protect participant confidentiality. Frontline employees who were
interviewed had no direct reports but met the two-year tenure requirement.
Participants were not required to work in a particular department to be eligible to
interview for the study. However, there was a goal to select as many interviewees as possible
from the core functions of the insurance organization, underwriting, and claims. The challenges
and opportunities encountered during change in these core functions were similar to other firms
in the insurance industry and so provided a basis for comparison. Had the study participants been
drawn from functional areas such as finance or information technology, it would have proven to
be more difficult to generalize the findings to other insurance firms in the industry.
I conducted the interviews using the Microsoft Teams platform. The interviews were
recorded and transcribed using the Otter.ai web-based application.

Interview Questions
The questions used in the interviews were initially developed and subsequently refined
through two pilot studies. This approach enabled me to assess the extent to which the questions
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were tapping members’ perceptions of leadership during unplanned change as it was occurring
and to revise and refine as necessary to capture the full range of the phenomenon of interest. I
was also able to determine the amount of time required to complete an interview.

Pilot Study 1
In preparation for the first pilot study, I developed an initial set of 19 questions, most of
which addressed topics related directly or indirectly to leadership during unplanned change.
Because the first round of pilot interviews was intended only for leaders (as opposed to frontline
employees), only one set of questions was created (Appendix A). Examples included, “What was
done to manage business processes in the new environment?” and “What are the key factors that
you feel have helped your organization to work through the recent COVID 19 changes?” I
interviewed one leader from each of the three companies that had agreed to participate in this
study.
Upon completing the interviews, I examined the transcripts and completed a manual precoding process as described by Saldana (2016). It was evident that the questions elicited
responses within the general domain of leadership during times of rapid change, as was my
intention. However, the questions did not elicit responses reflecting the specific leadership
models of interest, such as Hooper and Potter’s (1997) leadership competencies; nor were there
clear references to leadership at the three levels of self, others, and the organization consistent
with transcendent leadership (Crossan et al., 2008). This outcome was not unexpected because
the initial set of questions were intentionally designed not to prime participants to respond in
ways that would have been consistent with these leadership frameworks. In retrospect, it was
clear that the unintended consequence of the design of my questions was to obtain responses
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solely regarding general change management characteristics and employee satisfaction with the
changes.
The average length of the three interviews was 43 minutes. The target was 35 to 40
minutes to allow for follow-up questions and the natural flow of conversation while not
overwhelming the interviewee.

Pilot Study 2
When revising the interview questions in preparation for the second pilot study, I sought
to address two limitations that became evident in the first: creating new questions tapping
perceptions of the leadership frameworks of interest and reducing the time required to complete
an interview. I also wanted to include frontline employees in the interviews.
I created eleven questions for this study. Seven questions were derived from the key
leadership competencies in the Hooper and Potter (1997). Table 3 shows each competency and
its respective interview question (for leaders).
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Table 3. Interview Questions Developed for the Second Pilot Study.*
Interview Questions Adapted From Seven Leadership Insights (Competencies)*
Setting Direction
Setting an Example
Effective Communication
Creating Alignment
Bringing the Best out of
People
Leader as a Change Agent
Decisions and Action in
Crisis or Uncertainty

How have you set direction during the recent rapid, unplanned change event?
How have you set the example during this time?
What have you done to communicate about change?
How have you aligned resources to support needed business results?
Where have you done wells as a leader, or can make future adjustments, in bringing out the best
in people during rapid, unplanned change?
How have you promoted and enabled change to happen?
How has leadership decision-making changed?

* Competencies are from Hooper and Palmer (1997, p. 12)

Three of the four remaining interview questions addressed perceptions of the impact of
the Covid-19 pandemic on the organization and business outcomes. The fourth question was
open-ended and provided participants with an opportunity to volunteer any additional
perceptions of leadership during rapid, unplanned change. I created a parallel set of eleven
questions for employees. Both leader and frontline employee versions of the interview questions
are found in Appendix B.
The one area that was lacking when conducting the second round of interviews was the
pilar of “leadership of self.” When reviewing the questions, there was no insight given to how a
leader or frontline employee prioritizes “leading self” through rapid, unplanned change. As such,
a question was added to both the leadership and frontline employee interviews to better
understand this phenomenon. The addition of the questions related to leading oneself was not
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given to the first three interviewees that made up the pilot study. The remaining 21 interviews
included the updated self-leadership questions.
Based on feedback from the first of the interviewees in the second pilot study, I
implemented a procedural change. This individual reported feeling unprepared to respond to the
questions “on the fly.” In subsequent interviews, I sent a list of the questions in advance.
Although each of the two rounds of pilot interviews contained follow-up questions, they
were not specific and emerged based on the ebb and flow of the conversation. In order to provide
greater consistency from one interview to the next, I added a series of specific follow-up
questions. In addition to facilitating greater consistency, adding specific follow-up questions led
to more nuanced insights into the participants’ experiences. They prompted more discussion and
did not require the interviewer to recall what follow-up questions fit with which initial question.
Receiving the questions in advance enabled participants to reflect upon and offer more
considered responses. The follow-up questions however, were not provided to the interviewees
prior to the interviews which did not pose a problem as many of the follow-up questions were
addressed through the interview conversation. If the follow-up questions were not addressed
through the original question they would be asked before moving on to the next question.
The edits made to the second pilot interviews provided meaningful insights into Hooper
and Potter’s leadership competencies as well as Crossan’s Transcendent Leadership model
(1997, 2008). The Transcendent Leadership Model was specifically addressed with the question
“How have you personally coped with the challenges related to rapid, unplanned change?
(Crossan, et al., 2008). The follow up questions were: Do you find that you have become more or
less aware of your of expeiances since the crisis began?; Has there been more intentionality
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around taking care of “you” during these changes? How So?’ If not, do you think there should
be? Why or Why not?. These questions we provided to both frontline employees and leaders.
These refinements to the interview questions and protocols were sufficient to move
forward and conduct the remaining interviews. The final set of initial questions and their followup questions are found in Appendix C.

Final Protocols and Interviews
The remaining 21 interviews were conducted in the same manner and can be defined as
“less structured” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 88). According to Maxwell (2013), less structured
interviews “allow you to focus on a particular phenomenon being studied” (p. 88). The less
structured nature of the interviews provided a conversational format where the interviewer asked
specific questions but also allowed for a natural flow of conversation. This natural flow of
conversation provided detailed and sometimes intimate insights into the interviewee’s
experiences. One observation of the less-structured interview format was the overlap of answers
to the questions being asked. Oftentimes, due to the follow-up questions and the flow of
conversation, multiple questions would be covered from the original ask of a single question.
While this alone did not present a problem from a data collection standpoint, it did make the
coding of interviews more challenging.
The average length of the interviews was 39 minutes, with a range of 23 minutes to 54
minutes. Two interviews ran into issues regarding connectivity. The first interview ended after
several minutes of unsuccessful troubleshooting. A replacement interview was scheduled with a
different interviewee. The second interview encountered technical difficulties with the dictation
of the audio that prevented recording of the first portion of the conversation. However, the last
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20 minutes were recorded successfully and provided sufficient insights to be used in the final 24
interviews.

Analysis
A “thematic analysis” as described by Braun and Clarke (2006) was the basis for the
interview analysis. This method is based on an ordered sequence of six phases (Table 4).

Table 4. Phases in the Thematic Analysis Process.*
Phases in the Thematic Analysis Process
1

Familiarizing yourself with
your data:

Transcribing data (if necessary), reading and re-reading the data, noting down initial
ideas.

2

Generating initial codes:

Coding interesting features of the data in a systematic fashion across the entire data
set, collating data relevant to each code.

3

Searching for themes:

Collating codes into potential themes, gathering all data relevant to each potential
theme.

4

Reviewing themes:

Checking if the themes work in relation to the coded extracts (Level 1) and the entire
data set (Level 2), generating a thematic ‘map’ of the analysis.

5

Defining and naming
themes:

Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of each theme, and the overall story the
analysis tells, generating clear definitions and names for each theme.

6

Producing the report:

The final opportunity for analysis. Selection of vivid, compelling extract examples,
final analysis of selected extracts, relating back of the analysis to the research question
and literature, producing a scholarly report of the analysis.

*Adapted from Braun and Clarke (2006).

The interviews were transcribed using Otter.ai. Once the transcription was complete,
each line of the document was numbered, and specific quotes were highlighted according to the
seven leadership competencies of the Hooper and Potter (1997) model. This process was
completed manually for all 24 interviews, resulting in 1,050 unique responses (Appendix D).
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Once the quotes had been identified, highlighted, and organized according to the appropriate
leadership behavior, they were transferred to a master list containing the information listed in
Table 5.
Table 5. Master List of Interview Data.
Organization of Interview Data
Interview Number

The number of the interview where the letters a, b, and c represented the company and the
numbers one through eight represented each interview.

Role

Whether the interviewee was a leader or frontline employee.

Input

The number of leadership references highlighted per interview, ranging from a low of 14 to a
high of 90 and totaling 1,050 over all interviews.

Competency
Quotes

The seven key leadership competencies in the Hooper and Potter (1997) model.
Quotes from interview participants. Multiple quotes could represent a single competency.

Once the data were organized, I coded the contents of each interview based on the
context of the quotes. This approach resulted in a far more fine-grained set of codes than simply
coding on the basis of the seven leadership competencies of the Hooper and Potter (1997) model.
In total, 54 unique codes were identified. Examples included “champion,” “empowerment,” and
“transparency.” Appendix E contains the entire list of codes resulting from this process.
The next phase in the Braun and Clarke (2006) process involves identifying and refining
themes from the coded data. I identified five themes (Table 6).
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Table 6. From Coding to Identifying Themes in the Data.
Themes that Emerged from Coding Interview Contents
Communication

Behaviors of leaders to inform and support members. General communication is routine
communication used to stay in touch with employees but does not necessarily have an
overarching goal in mind. Informative communication provides data, direction, instructions,
business results, and any number of important information. Socioemotional communication is
communication that seeks to build relationships, understand and show empathy, and build trust
among individuals and teams.

Leadership through
Adversity

Behaviors of leaders who act with a sense of urgency while setting a poised and focused
example even though circumstances, direction, and desired outcomes are not clearly defined.

Supportive Leadership
Behavior

Behaviors of leaders who seek to connect with employees emotionally to ensure their success
through rapid, unplanned change. Emotional connection comes from empathy, emotional
intelligence, listening, and trust.

Team Leadership Behavior

Leadership behaviors focused on a change strategy supported by transparent communication
and based on knowledge of each team member’s needs.

Directive Leadership
Behavior

Behaviors of leaders who focus on order and oversight set clear expectations of staff around
goals and objectives and define a consistent path to accomplish those goals.
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CHAPTER FOUR:
RESULTS

The first question to be answered through my research was the question, how does
Transcendent Leadership impact the success of organizations during rapid, unplanned change?
This model was chosen due to the attributes specifically around “Leader as a Change Agent” and
“Decision and Action in Crisis or Uncertainty” (Hooper and Potter 1997, p. 112). These two
attributes were unique to leadership models in the way they could potentially support rapid,
unplanned change.
While the data supports Transcendent Leadership’s ability to assist leadership and,
therefore, the organization in times of rapid, unplanned change, there are nuances to the findings.
Transcendent Leadership was born from Hooper and Potter’s book The Business of Leadership
(1997). In The Business of Leadership Hooper and Potter detail seven leadership competencies
that are later tagged as Transcendent Leadership (1997). These leadership competencies are
broad in nature and, at a foundational level, make sense for a leader to adopt and would certainly
do no harm when faced with rapid, unplanned change.
The nuance found in my data when looking at rapid, unplanned change is the specific
focus on two attributes: Communication and Supportive Leadership Behaviors. While elements
of these two attributes are present in the Transcendent Leadership model, there is no hierarchy of
importance. Like the Transcendent Leadership Model, my data suggest all the attributes are
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important, but in times of rapid unplanned change, the clear focus and prioritization of a couple
attributes best supports the success of the organization.
When addressing my second research question, “what leadership attributes are key to
help oraganizations successfully work through rapid, unplanned change”, I did not seek evidence
of a particular leadership model but, instead, sought to identify through an inductive process
those behaviors that leaders should emphasize during times of rapid, unplanned change. Through
a qualitative analysis of the contents of 24 interviews, I identified 55 unique codes. Of these,
communication was most frequently mentioned by the interviewees, with 270 instances. I further
categorized the communication codes into three subgroups, Communication (general
communication), Informative Communication, and Socioemotional Communication. When
broken down into these three categories, communication still represented three of the top five
codes overall. The second highest with 120 mentions in the data was the Guidance code,
followed by the Support code with 100 mentions in the data. Table 7 lists the 55 codes in order
of frequency of mentions in the data.
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Table 7. Interview Codes by Frequency of Mentions
Code

Count

Code

Count

Code

Count

Guidance

120

Autonomy

8

Prosperous

3

Socioemotional
Communication

108

Consistency

8

Confidence

2

Support

100

Motivation

8

Culture

2

General Communication

87

Compassion

7

Empowerment

2

Informative Communication

75

EQ

7

Optimistic

2

Encouragement

70

Listen

7

Adjustment

1

Intimacy

65

Adapt

5

Ambiguity

1

Order

55

Altruistic

4

Availability

1

Strategy

48

Comfort

4

Conscientious

1

Team

44

Control

4

Creative

1

Outperform

30

Gratitude

4

Devotion

1

Transparency

27

Intentional

4

Focus

1

Empathy

21

Respect

4

Growth

1

Urgency

20

Accomplishment

3

Help

1

Example

16

Champion

3

Oversight

1

Expectation

16

Collaboration

3

Simplify

1

Connection

14

Mental State

3

Struggle

1

Flexibility

12

Positive

3

Thoughtfulness

1

Trust

9

TOTAL

1050

The codes were categorized into five unique themes following the analytic process described by
Braun and Clarke (2006, 87). Four of the five distinct themes that emerged from the interview
data spoke to specific leadership behaviors, and the fifth theme involved three related categories
of communication: socioemotional, informational, and general (Table 8).
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Table 8. Themes and Codes Arranged by Frequencies
Theme
Leadership in
Adversity

Directive
Leadership

Team
Leadership

Code

Count

Urgency

20

Example

16

Expectation

Theme
Supportive
Leadership

Code

Count

Guidance

120

Support

100

16

Encouragement

70

Flexibility

12

Empathy

21

Adapt

5

Connection

14

Intentional

4

Autonomy

8

Confidence

2

Trust

8

Ambiguity

1

Compassion

7

Availability

1

EQ

7

Devotion

1

Listen

7

Order

55

Altruistic

4

Consistency

8

Comfort

4

Motivation

8

Gratitude

4

Control

4

Respect

4

Accomplishment

3

Mental State

3

Focus

1

Positive

3

Oversight

1

Prosperous

3

Simplify

1

Empowerment

2

Intimacy

65

Optimistic

2

Strategy

48

Adjustment

1

Team

44

Conscientious

1

Outperform

30

Creative

1

Transparency

27

Growth

1

Champion

3

Help

1

Collaboration

3

Struggle

1

Culture

2

Thoughtfulness

1

The percentages of the total with which each of the four leadership themes were reported are
illustrated in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Frequencies of Codes in each Leadership Behavior Theme.

Leadership Behaviors
As shown in Figure 4, approximately half of the coded leadership behaviors were
categorized under the supportive leadership theme. Table 9 breaks down the leadership behavior
code counts by theme for each of the three organizations.
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Table 9. Leadership Behaviors by Company
Firm A

Firm B

Firm C

Count

Percentage

Count

Percentage

Count

Percentage

Directive Leadership Behavior

38

13.8

22

8.4

21

8.8

Leadership Through Adversity

27

9.8

28

10.7

24

9.9

Supportive Leadership Behavior

148

53.6

122

46.6

128

52.9

Team Leadership Behavior

63

22.8

90

34.4

69

28.5

368

100.00

357

100.00

325

100.00

Figure 4 depicts the different configurations of the leadership behavior themes in each
firm.

Figure 4. Leadership Behavior Themes in Each of Three Firms.
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Behavior is defined as “the way in which one acts or conducts oneself, especially towards
others” (Google, n.d.). While it may be no surprise that the specific behaviors of leadership will
impact an organization during rapid, unplanned change, the details of those behaviors are worth
reporting. The following information details prodominanat leadership behaviors exhibited in this
study.

Supportive Leadership Behavior
Supportive leadership behavior was represented in just over 50% of the interviews overall
(Figure 4). In Company A, 54% of the coded interview responses reflected this theme; in
Company B, 47%, and in Company C, 53% (Figure 5). These percentages suggest that
supportive leadership behavior played a significant role in each of the three companies while
they navigated through rapid, unplanned change.
Three interview codes, Guidance (30%), Support (25%), and Encouragement (18%),
accounted for the majority (73%) of the total within the supportive leadership theme. Table 10
provides examples of interview responses that I coded as supportive leadership behavior.

35

Table 10. Interview Quotes Expressing Supportive Leadership Behavior.
Quote

Role

Company

“We made sure to let our staff know that we congratulated them for kind of adhering
to quick change management.”

Leader

C

“Kept praising and saying hey, you're doing a great job at home and things like that.”

Leader

A

“Keep an eye on and keep giving them that encouragement.”

Leader

A

“I've sent personal packages to people.”

Leader

B

FLE

B

“I (leader) was more empathetic.”

Leader

A

“You could go hiking for an hour (helping an employee manage stress).”

Leader

B

“If you ever need anything, you just let her (the manager) know”

FLE

A

“Very open connection system through your direct supervisor.”

FLE

B

“Company A is flexible.”

FLE

A

“Let's wait and see because we have to do that, we're going to do this, and this to keep
our people safe.”

FLE

C

“Led our company to step it up, you know, and then take advantage of all the
opportunities out there.”

At its fundamental level, supportive leadership behavior involves taking care of the
people who, in turn, are taking care of customers and thereby creating value for the business.
Although supportive behavior has been an important dimension in many existing leadership
frameworks, the central role it played in the three companies I studied is rare. Also noteworthy
was the wide variety of attributes that the interviewees expressed in their responses. More
responses (codes) described supportive leadership than the other three themes combined (Figure
4).
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Table 11. Supportive Leadership Behavior Codes.
Adjustment

Creative

Guidance

Respect

Altruistic

Empathy

Help

Struggle

Autonomy

Empowerment

Listen

Support

Comfort

Encouragement

Mental State

Thoughtfulness

Compassion

EQ

Optimistic

Trust

Connection

Gratitude

Positive

Conscientious

Growth

Prosperous

As a practitioner, it has been my observation that when rapid, unplanned change
precipitates a crisis, leaders respond by providing greater support to employees than would be
typical during routine, planned change. In these three organizations, the level of care, flexibility,
and support shown by leaders during the crisis rose far above the norm, and employees
responded favorably. Reflecting on firm performance during the Covid-19 crisis, a leader from
Company B expressed surprise that “we actually came closer to the best-case scenario.” A
frontline employee from Company C stated that the positive results during the time of the crisis
were “unprecedented.” Comments of this kind are noteworthy in light of the fact that “70% of all
change initiatives end in failure” (Beer & Nohria, 2000, p.1). Given the size, scope, and
unexpected nature of the Covid-19 crisis, failure to respond effectively was a genuine possibility
faced by each of the three companies. The qualitative comments of the interviewees, as well as
the financial performance of each company, suggest that they not only survived but did well
through the rapid, unplanned change.

Leadership Through Adversity
Leadership through adversity is the next behavior that I identified through the thematic
analysis. Table 12 lists the codes that comprise the theme of leadership through adversity.
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Table 12. Leadership Through Adversity Codes
Adapt

Devotion

Flexibility

Ambiguity

Example

Intentional

Availability

Expectation

Urgency

Confidence

Leadership through adversity combines expressions of urgency, clear expectations,
setting an example, and projecting confidence in times of rapid, unplanned change. Table 13
provides several examples of interview statements that were coded under the leadership through
adversity theme.
Table 13. Interview Quotes Expressing Leadership Through Adversity.

Quote

Role

Company

“I want to make sure that I'm doing all that I need to do to make an example and to prepare
them for the next step.”

Leader

C

“On the weekly basis of the goals and expectations that we're going through.”

FLE

A

“Very quick to get you that information, they'll let you know you need to know something
right away.”

FLE

A

Leader

A

FLE

B

“To set the example during this, regular contact with the team.”

Leader

B

“Trying to just make sure they understood the expectation.”

Leader

A

“I try to adapt when change comes and it's going to always be some change.”

Leader

C

FLE

B

“Show everybody this is what we're going to continue to do and I will take that
responsibility to keep moving us forward.”

Leader

B

“Be an example of that change is constant, that the only thing that's constant is change and
find out where you fit into that change.”

Leader

C

“Within two days we at least has some kind of plan in place.”
“I'm on the same page, I understand what she's working on and what's needed from me.”

“They're (leadership) very calm people; they don't panic, they don't get stressed.”

Projecting a sense of urgency is a common behavior in change models, as is leadership by
example. Unlike routine change initiatives where there is time for careful deliberation and
gradual implementation, during times of crisis, a combination of the two is a necessity. Leaders
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who are hesitant to act or who fail to demonstrate flexibility and adaptability in the face of
ambiguity risk losing the support of their organizations. It is challenging for leaders to project
confidence when facing unplanned changes because what lies ahead is unknown. An effective
response to crisis situations demands leadership by example, displayed immediately and
consistently when facing the ambiguities of the situation.

Directive Leadership Behavior
Directive leadership behavior maintains the core operations of the organization that must
continue in the midst of rapid, unplanned change. The code most frequently mentioned in this
theme is “order,” which makes up 68% of the total (Table 8). Maintaining order through rapid,
unplanned change is key because order drives consistency and supports the accountability that
needs to occur to achieve business objectives. Table 14 lists the eight codes that constitute the
directive leadership theme.

Table 14. Directive Leadership Behavior Codes
Accomplishment
Consistency
Control

Focus
Motivation
Order

Oversight
Simplify

Because change in crisis can lead to organizational chaos, consistent messaging about
what needs to happen next and how it will be accomplished reduces the risk of disrupting
important operational processes. Examples of interview statements expressing directive
leadership behavior are found in Table 15.
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Table 15. Interview Quotes Expressing Directive Leadership Behavior
Quote

Role

Company

“Having consistent message to the staff.”

Leader

B

“We still maintain a high standard for our product.”

Leader

C

FLE

A

“Our metrics are still going to be there.”

Leader

A

“We're trying to streamline for our loss control folks when they collect information, here's
what we really need.”

Leader

B

“To maintain as much of a sense of normalcy and still keep delivering as the same level as
we can.”

Leader

A

“Having consistent message to the staff.”

Leader

B

“Because of the meetings we do have, and everybody is hearing the same message all the
time.”

FLE

B

“You still had this, keep your same expectation.”

FLE

A

“Emphasize that, hey, we want you guys to understand this is so important that all of us
are on the same page with this.”

Leader

A

“This is what we're gonna do, you know, it's impacted us but we're okay, we're going to
evolve and change and come through it.”

FLE

C

“I believe that has been communicated to us very well (objectives).

Directive leadership is not unlike what might be described as “management” rather than
leadership. If directive leadership is the only behavior in a leader’s repertoire, that leader will
find it difficult to forge the kind of connection with members that brings about organizational
commitment and engagement with change initiatives. Conversely, if all a leader knows is
supportive leadership, the essential operations of the firm will likely deteriorate in the absence of
effective performance management. Supportive leadership is a necessary complement to
directive leadership during times of crisis and vice versa.
Team Leadership Behavior
Team leadership behaviors are those that focus on a change strategy, supported by
transparent communication and built on the foundation of intimate knowledge of the capabilities
and concerns of employees. It can be argued that companies are made up of smaller teams that,
by functioning in coordinated ways, drive the larger organization towards success.
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The significance of teams working together was plainly expressed in the interview data.
Of the 1,050 codes represented in the data, 21% were attributed to the team leadership theme
(Figure 4).
Several codes represent the majority of the inputs involved in the team leadership theme:
intimacy (29%), strategy (22%), and team (20%). Although the team and strategy codes can be
understood at face value, the intimacy code requires some explanation. Intimacy is based on a
knowledge of both the individuals in the team and the impact of those individuals on the team.
Intimacy can help the leader better understand the dynamics of the team and where a person’s
strengths and weaknesses lie at that moment. While knowing the strengths and weaknesses of the
team is not uncommon for a leader, knowing employees at a deeper level allows leaders to pivot
based on this knowledge.
The interview data demonstrated that both frontline employees and leadership express the
significance of team leadership behaviors. Table 16 lists the codes that comprise the team
leadership theme. Table 17 provides some insight into how leadership and frontline employees
communicated their thoughts and feelings about team leadership behavior during the interviews.
Table 16. Team Leadership Behavior Codes.
Champion
Collaboration

Intimacy
Outperform
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Team
Transparency

Table 17. Interview Quotes Expressing Team Leadership Behavior.
Quote

Role

Company

Leader

C

FLE

B

“They (the team) reacted quickly to keep the business running as fluently as they could.”

Leader

A

“We were all in together, including our agents and staff we were all working through it.”

FLE

A

“Hearing directly from the President of our company, you know he's very transparent.”

FLE

B

“Creating team building opportunities.”

Leader

B

“Strengthen our bond as a team.”

Leader

C

“Really showed teamwork and it was truly amazing.”

Leader

A

FLE

C

“We did not lose our culture through this.”

Leader

A

“That was the first thing I (leader) wrote down “we're all in this together.”

Leader

B

“Wanted to make sure we continued to have that family atmosphere of camaraderie.”
“Having everybody together thinking about it. I think it helps.”

“We're all in the same boat.”

The significance of team came through again and again in the data. A frequent expression
in the interviews took some form of “we’re all in this together.” During planned change, leaders
can lose touch with the importance of members’ perceptions of cohesiveness, especially when
those changes impact only a subgroup of all employees. From a practitioner’s perspective, it has
been my observation that frontline employees walk through many more changes than each
successive layer of leadership above them. Insulated from many change initiatives, senior leaders
can experience a disconnect from the experiences of frontline employees. Engaging in team
leadership behavior can help remind leaders that whether or not they are impacted individually
by change, they are nonetheless “in this together” with other members of the organization.
Cohesion can be re-established with frontline employees when leaders engage not only in team
leadership but also in supportive leadership behaviors.
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Communication
The frequency with which communication was mentioned in the interviews suggests that
it lies at the core of what members perceive as essential to leadership during times of rapid,
unplanned change. During the coding process, three sub-categories of communication emerged:
socioemotional communication, general communication, and informative communication.

Socioemotional Communication
Socioemotional communication was the largest sub-category within communication with
108 unique codes, accounting for 9.7% of the total coded data (Table 7). Only one code,
guidance, received more references in the interviews (120 mentions for or 11% of codes. When
broken down by company, socioemotional communication claimed a significant percentage of
the mentions. Although Company A had more instances of general than socioemotional
communication, it was by a modest margin. In Companies B and C, socioemotional
communication enjoyed significant majorities in mentions over general and informative
communication (Table 18).
Table 18. Communication Codes by Company.
Firm A

Firm B

Firm C

Count

Percentage

Count

Percentage

Count

Percentage

General Communication

33

35.87%

28

29.47%

26

31.33%

Informative Communication

29

31.52%

22

23.16%

24

28.92%

Socioemotional Communication

30

32.61%

45

47.37%

33

39.76%

Total

92

100%

105

100%

83

100%
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Figure 5 presents the data in Table 18 in graphic form.

Figure 5. Mentions of Communication Types by Firm.
Socioemotional communication intends to build a relationship in which leaders
understand, empathize, and connect with people as people and not solely in their organizational
roles as subordinates or employees. Without ignoring the importance of accomplishing necessary
tasks and maintaining core operations, the objective of this category of communication is to care
for people where they are and with consideration for what they are facing at the moment.
Establishing socioemotional communication with members enables leaders to readily glimpse
where interpersonal relations are smooth and where they are not. The leader can then quickly
martial the assistance needed by an individual or a team experiencing difficulty. Table 19
provides several examples of socioemotional communication from the interviews.
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Table 19. Interview Quotes Reflecting Socioemotional Communication.
Quote

Role

Company

“Call and check on this person or whatever, see how they're doing, and that makes a
difference.”

Leader

C

“I tried to be a listener, also listening is very important.”

Leader

C

“So that was my whole thing, communication, talking with them.”

Leader

C

“I just like communicating with my folks all the time; so I have a good relationship with
them.”

Leader

C

“He's (leader) very willing to have those open conversations with me.”

Leader

B

“Family life and home life, he's (manager) very understanding; I feel like he's very good
at communicating that he knows what's important.”

FLE

C

“He (leader) was accommodating; he asked me how I'm doing.”

FLE

C

“Communicating maybe a little bit more about, on a personal level with people about
how are you doing, how's it working and that kind of stuff.”

FLE

A

“How are you doing, is there anything I can help you with?”

Leader

A

“Just pick up the phone. Call, don't email because then you lose that relationship and that
connection by someone.”

Leader

A

“I believe that checking in on employees on a regular basis in order to connect with
them.”

Leader

A

The success of an organizational change initiative, whether incremental or in response to
crisis, requires the buy-in and support of the members who will be affected. A nuanced
understanding of the members who will actually bring that change about is imperative for a
leader.

Informative Communication
Informative Communication seeks to advise members of the organization regarding
business needs, goals, and objectives, as well as to indicate what is necessary for success in the
present moment. It can relate routine information as well as interpersonally significant
knowledge gleaned from a leader’s socioemotional communications with their employees. The
primary objective of informative communication is to ensure that people are on the “same page”
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with respect to what is transpiring in the organization by reducing or eliminating confusion or the
perception that members are not “in the know.” In the terminology of the seven leadership
competencies (Hooper and Potter, 1997) model, informative communication drives alignment
among individuals, teams, and business units.
The timing of informative communication matters. It needs to come quickly and create a
sense of urgency around what is presented, particularly in times of rapid, unplanned change
because of the ever-evolving nature of such situations. Table 20 provides examples of
informative communication taken from the interview data.

Table 20. Interview Quotes Reflecting Informative Communication.
Quote

Role

Company

“Just keep communication of what's going on in the company.”

FLE

A

“They are very quick you that information; you know they'll let you know what you need
to know right away.”

FLE

A

Leader

A

“Leadership still sets goals and communicates through all of this.”

FLE

A

“You're hearing everything on-time real-time.”

FLE

B

“Communication, relaying information relevant information through emails, having
discussions over the phone.”

FLE

B

“How things work but then also communicating to the staff, it's like okay, these are the
changes that we've made, this is what we're doing.”

Leader

B

“Everybody knew what the struggles were.”

Leader

C

“Senior leadership has been great about keeping us informed and keeping us updated.”

FLE

C

“Making sure we're staying informed so that no one's wondering what's going on.”

FLE

C

“Meeting pretty regularly to discuss and things are changing so rapidly.”

FLE

C

“Emphasize that, hey, we want you guys to understand this is so important that all of us
are on the same page with this.”

General Communication
Interview statements were categorized under general communication if I was unable to
assign them to one of the other two subcategories. Examples of general communication quoted in
the interviews are listed in Table 21.
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Table 21. Interview Quotes Categorized Under General Communication.
Quote

Role

Company

“It pushed us more to communicate in some way.”

Leader

A

“We could not communicate fast enough.”

Leader

A

FLE

B

“I just try and communicate with them.”

Leader

B

“So it was, communication was huge.”

Leader

C

“Constant communication”

FLE

C

“I think communication is key”

FLE

B

“We have a lot of communication.”

Leader

B

“It always comes down to communication.”

Leader

B

FLE

A

Leader

C

“A lot of communication, lots of communication”

“It’s important that we keep that communication skill.”
“Staying calm and just communicating.”

The need to communicate early and often was evident from the general communication
data even when there was nothing new to communicate. A second insight gleaned from general
communication data was members’ interest in hearing from all levels of the organization, not just
one’s direct supervisor. Both leaders and frontline employees repeatedly remarked how they
appreciated hearing from senior leadership.

Transcendent Leadership
During my research I sought to better understand how leaders are applying the
Transcendent Leadership model through the rapid, unplanned change (Crossan et al., 2008).
Though I do not specifically call out the instances of these attributes there is evidence throughout
the data that speaks to leadership of others as well as the organization. I do not believe this
finding is novel and is quite frankly what one would expect. However, I did observe a lack of
references to how leaders “lead self” during rapid, unplanned change (Crossan et al., 2008) even
when adding a specific question to that point. There is not enough evidence to support a
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conclusion around that piece of the Transcendent Leadership model but it does lend itself well to
future research.
Firm Performance During Rapid, Unexpected Change
An additional focus of my research was the desire to to determine whether the leadership
behaviors observed during rapid, unplanned change were associated with organizational
performance. I considered two metrics that reflect the performance of firms within the industry.
Each of the three companies that are represented in this study is an insurance carrier that markets
worker’s compensation insurance exclusively. Although owned by a single parent company,
each firm operated independently. The geographic territories served by each company overlap,
but there is no direct competition among them because the business goals and objectives are
firm-specific. These differences in goals and objectives make comparisons among results at any
single point in time uninformative. Comparing year-over-year trajectories in performance avoids
confounding the firm-specific differences among firms with their performance.

Written Premium as a Performance Metric
In the insurance industry, “written premium” is the total value of the premiums on the
books at a single point in time. This number will fluctuate daily as premium payments are
received and booked into the firm’s accounts. To compare year-over-year results, I took the
written premium on the first day of March in 2019, 2020, and 2021. I then calculated the yearover-year change between 2019 and 2020 and 2020-2021 expressed as a percentage (Table 22).
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Table 22. Written Premium Results.
Written Premiums ($1,000)
Firm

3/1/2019

3/1/2020

3/1/2021 Change 19' - 20'

Change 20' - 21'

A

195,626

192,206

176,002

-2%

-8%

B

59,600

60,200

51,100

1%

-15%

C

39,376

45,240

40,514

15%

-10%

Although written premium is an important metric for an insurance company, it does come
with some limitations. In the worker’s compensation industry, an insurance carrier’s written
premium will ebb and flow with the health of the economy. A firm’s worker’s compensation
obligation is indexed to its payroll. When economic factors cause employment to dip, payroll
drops, and the premium paid to the carrier will decline. This was the case during the period I
studied. Unemployment rose sharply in the Spring of 2020 as a result of the Covid-19 epidemic,
causing a contraction in the market for worker’s compensation insurance. A second limitation of
the written premium metric follows from an insurance company’s specific goals in the market
they serve. A carrier might focus on writing new business or the non-renewing portions of the
current book of business. The third limitation of written premium as a performance metric is that
it doesn’t adjust for changes in rates. When the rates a carrier charges rise or fall, the value of
their written premium will increase or decrease independently of any other changes a company is
making.
Examining the performance data presented in Table 22, the written premium decreased in
all three companies during the period of the Covid-19 epidemic (3/1/2020 to 3/1/2021). These
decreases are to be expected given the dramatic unemployment rate increase from 3.5% in
January of 2020 to a peak of 14.8% in April of the same month (Trading Economics, 2021).
Even almost a year later (3/1/2021), the unemployment rate had fallen only to 6% (Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Unemployment Rates in the United States.*
*Source: Trading Economics (2021)

Combined Ratio as a Performance Metric
In the insurance industry, the combined ratio indexes a firm’s profitability. It is a standard
metric for tracking and comparing the financial performance of carriers. The combined ratio is
calculated by adding the firm’s expenses to any incurred losses and dividing that number by total
earned premiums (IRMI, 2021). The result is typically expressed as a percentile. The lower the
combined ratio, the better. A combined ratio greater than 100% indicates that the firm is losing
money in its operations (independent of investment income from reserved premiums). During the
2020-2021 period of the Covid-19 epidemic, Firm A experienced a four percent reduction in its
combined ratio, whereas Firm B’s ratio rose by five percent and Firm C’s by one percent (Table
23). The change in the combined ratio for the three firms was an increase of two percent.
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Table 23. Combined Ratios for Three Firms.
Combined Ratios
Firm

3/1/2019

3/1/2020

3/1/2021

Change 19' - 20'

Change 20' - 21'

A

83%

90%

86%

7%

-4%

B

99%

98%

103%

-1%

5%

C

80%

78%

79%

-2%%

1%

The fluctuations in combined ratios for each company were negligible and did not differ
significantly from typical years prior to the Covid-19 pandemic. Given the rapid unplanned
changes that were experienced during this time, changes this small in a key metric should be
considered a success. Overall, the results of each company were positive, even with a slight
reduction in a couple of key metrics. Written premium was negatively impacted, but the decrease
is largely attributable to the impact of Covid-19 on employment and the trickle-down effects of
reductions in payroll on the worker’s compensation industry. In addition to the key metrics, none
of the three companies reduced headcount during the rapid, unplanned changes.
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CHAPTER FIVE:
DISCUSSION

Integration of the Results: An Emergent Model of Crisis Leadership
I integrated the five themes that emerged from coding and categorization of the interview
data to create a framework for successful leadership in organizations that face rapid, unplanned
change. Figure 8 portrays the relationships among change, leadership behaviors, communication,
and organizational performance that emerged from this inductive approach.

Rapid, Unplanned
Change

Leadership Behaviors

Team

Adversity

Directive

Supportive

Organizational
Success

Communication Styles

Informative

SocioEmotional

General

Figure 7. An Emergent Model of Crisis Leadership.
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Although the behaviors in any one of the themes are inherently positive, two deserve
emphasis during times of crisis. The box representing supportive leadership and the circle
representing socioemotional communication are larger to indicate their importance relative to the
other themes. All the elements of the model are relevant to crisis situations and should be
practiced by leaders; however, a focus on these human dimensions of leadership is especially
important.

Practical Implications
From a practical standpoint the attributes defined in the Crisis Leadership Model are the
types of behaviors that many leaders currently exhibit to varying degrees. While the behaviors
themselves are not new the degree in which a leader should apply them helps provide specific
focus during times of crisis. Leaders naturally lean towards certain behaviors, often times those
behaviors are the ones they are more comfortable with and fall into naturally. While this is
appropriate according to the study findings leaders would benefit from a focus on specific
behaviors. Another practical aspect to the Crisis Leadership Model is the specific codes that
make of the themes in the data. These codes provide the structure and specific direction for
leaders when they are looking to improve on one leadership behavior or another.
The communication piece of the model is also informative from a leadership standpoint.
While communication is a core function of leadership, like other behaviors leaders may lean
towards certain styles and neglect others. The Crisis Leadership Model puts the most weight on
the socioemotional communication followed by general and informative. For practical purpose
one can discount the amount of general communication needed as this area was not clearly
defined through the interview process. That however leaves socioemotional and informative
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communication in almost equal parts based on the research. Meaning, as a leader if you find
yourself endlessly communicating about results, objectives, and data there would be a benefit to
connecting with employees through empathy, emotional intelligence, and more social type
communications. Certainly, the reverse order is true, there will be a gap if the leader is always
involved in relational communications and neglects the informative side.

Theoretical Implications
Through the course of my research a Crisis Leadership Model was designed to address
rapid, unplanned change which was a missing element in the literature. As such, my research
provides much needed theoretical guidance for practice. While unproven through the course of
research there is reason to believe the Crisis Leadership Model would add value to an
organization during the routine day-to-day changes. From a practitioner’s standpoint, the routine
operational changes that take place do not have an overt focus on those attributes of Supportive
Leadership Behavior and Socioemotional Communication. There is potential for the applications
of those and the balance of the Crisis Leadership Model to help successfully lead through any
changes that come to an organization.
Another theoretical contribution is the relative importance of each theme that was pulled
from the data. In theory, leaders will find greater success in leading through rapid, unplanned
change if they give more focus to Supportive Leadership Behavior and Socioemotional
Communications. This is not to say that the other defined behaviors and communication styles
are unimportant and should be neglected but the hierarchy is an important aspect of the model.
This hierarchy that is given to specific attributes creates an advantage over other models as it
directs leaders to put more focus on specific behaviors while encouraging engagement with all
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the attributes to some degree. For example, the Leadership Insights Model that was a basis for
the study describes seven specific attributes but does not give weight to any of the seven (Hooper
and Potter, 1997). The lack of weight on specific attributes is not uncommon amongst leadership
models and is one area that the Crisis Leadership Model stands apart.

Limitations
There were several limitations to my study. The first was the sample size of the study.
Although data were gathered from three separate firms, only 24 interviews were conducted in
total, eight from each company. I believe a high degree of saturation was reached within each
company and, therefore, the study overall. Although additional data would improve the validity
of the findings, I did reach the point where I was confident that novel insights were not
forthcoming with each additional interview. Although the data gathered from my small sample
led to important insights into leadership during organizational crises, additional data collected
from different organizations would have been helpful.
Second, the coding was created, and the thematic analysis was completed by a single
individual (the researcher). While outside input was given to the coder, the actual interview,
coding, and thematic analysis were done by a single researcher. An additional coder or methods
including machine learning would help in providing more consistent coding and could possibly
alter the specific codes.
Third, the organizations I interviewed were part of a larger parent organization that
operated in a single industry within the service sector. It is reasonable to expect that the crisis
leadership framework I developed would generalize to different industries or sectors, but that is
an empirical question that goes beyond the scope of this study. Ambiguity within the quantitative
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performance metrics was the fourth limitation of the study. Although the researcher collected key
performance metrics data in an effort to assess causal relations between key elements of the
crisis leadership model and organizational success, due to the small sample size, no conclusive
inferences can be made. Written premium and combined ratio data was collected from each
company but are at best imperfect proxies for the performance of firms operating in the
insurance industry. As I discussed above, these metrics vary in response to exogenous factors
such as decreases in overall labor payrolls in the broader economy. The extent to which trends in
these metrics are attributable to internal factors, such as leadership, versus external factors, such
as economic decline, is difficult to determine with any precision. Nonetheless, the financial
results for each firm pointed in a positive direction. I believe that these results came about in part
through the behaviors described in the crisis leadership framework, but I cannot say with
certainty how much leadership contributed to the positive trend in financial performance.
Therefore, it is reasonable to argue that the leadership model identified in my research is a good
model that can help organizations succeed in other crisis situations. Nonetheless, future research
that involves more industries and more firms is needed to establish the casual relation.
Another limitation to the findings is the exogenous context in which the study was
conducted. Given the fact that all employees in each of the three companies being studied were
involved in the crisis, was this the more impactful element that caused the generally positive
responses of those interviewed? Would this situation be different if the crisis originated from
inside each of the companies opposed to outside which was the case in the pandemic? The
answer to this question could help to validate or disprove the initial findings in the data.

56

The definition of leadership success as it relates to the model is logical and based on the
feedback of those frontline employees interviewed. However, one could argue that success is
based on the overall success of the businesses. Would leadership be viewed in such a positive
light if they exhibited the same behaviors, yet the organization was unsuccessful from a results
standpoint? The answer to that question can only be assumed at best at this time. While I would
like to think that the themes presented in the data would have positive impacts regardless, I
cannot say with confidence that negative business results would not overshadow all the positive
leadership attributes displayed.

Future Research
Future research on this topic should be quantitative in design, with surveys completed by
a greater number of respondents, to determine the extent to which the results that emerged from
the qualitative data can be replicated. A quantitative approach would also help determine
whether the association I observed between leadership and firm performance holds when other
factors are controlled. Using longitudinal designs or natural experiments, the predictive validity
of the crisis leadership framework could be assessed in organizations engaged in incremental
operational changes as well during times of rapid, unplanned change. Because the model
emerged from the data, it is, as of now, unproven in practice. Additional research should also
focus on multiple industries to help validate the model. Lastly, exploration into the lack of
leaders who invest in “leadership of self” is ripe for exploration and may present opportunities to
help leaders improve in this area of the Transcendent Leadership model (Crossan, et al., 2008).
While the researcher did ask specific questions to better understand the phenomenon of how
leaders lead “self” very little feedback was provided in that area. Based on the data collected
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interviewees did not engage in leadership of self or did not fully understand the questions. In a
future study it would be helpful to better define what “leadership of self” means as well as what
is not meant by that term. Along with a detailed definition of the term, examples of what
leadership of self looks like in practice would likely help those interviewed form more detailed
responses.

Conclusion
Thankfully, global pandemics do not occur often. Organizations, however, frequently
must change in response to unexpected and disruptive changes in the business environment. The
rate at which these changes occur will only increase. Models that guide leaders as they attempt to
navigate these changes are a worthwhile investment for companies. The crisis leadership
framework that I have identified will assist leaders in helping their employees, their companies,
and themselves when they face rapid, unplanned change. It identifies the specific behaviors that
require focus when leaders walk their organizations through change initiatives. Although the
model was created out of times of crisis, there are lessons that can be applied during the
interactions leaders have with members of their organizations on a daily basis. At the core of the
framework are the humanistic elements of supportive leadership and socioemotional
communication. The three firms I studied got those elements right and, as a result, found success
during difficult, unpredictable, and unprecedented times.
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Appendix A: Interview Questions Used in the First Pilot Study
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.

How well did you predict the current change event?
How did existing crisis management plans impact the rapid change needed due to
COVID 19?
What was done to manage employee stressors?
What was done to manage business processes in the new environment?
What was done to address employee questions and concerns?
What was done to express employee appreciation?
As it relates to change, how flexible do you consider yourself? Your team? The
company?
What was done to set operating norms in the remote environment?
How has the new way of operating been enforced?
How has employee autonomy changed during this time?
Knowing what you do now, how would you approach the problem of rapid
change differently in the future?
What are the key factors that you feel have helped your organization to work
through the recent COVID 19 changes?
What pitfalls did you not anticipate as you were put into this new way of
operating?
What have been the key takeaways that have helped you be successful in this
rapid change environment?
What have been the key takeaways that have hindered success in this rapid
change environment?
How accustom to change are you? Your team? The company?
What was a positive surprise about how change was managed during COVID?
On a 1 – 10 scale, 10 being perfection how well do you think your staff handled
the rapid change?
Is there anything that I should have asked but didn’t?
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Appendix B: Interview Questions Used in the Second Pilot Study
Questions Posed to Leaders
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

As it relates to your organization, how do you describe the COVID-19 pandemic?
How has the crisis changed the organization?
How have you set direction during the recent rapid, unplanned change event?
How have you set the example during this time?
What have you done to communicate about change?
Where have you done wells as a leader, or can make future adjustments, in
bringing out the best in people during rapid, unplanned change?
How have you promoted and enabled change to happen?
How has leadership decision making changed?
How have you aligned resources to support needed business results?
How would you describe the outcomes of the business?
What should I have asked but didn’t as it relates to leadership and rapid,
unplanned change?

Questions Posed to Frontline Employees
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

As it relates to your organization, how do you describe the COVID-19 pandemic?
How do you describe the changes to your organization?
How has your direct leader set direction during the recent rapid, unplanned
change event?
How has your direct leader set the example during this time?
What has your direct leader done to communicate about change?
Where has your leader done well, or can make future adjustments, in bringing out
the best in people during rapid, unplanned change?
How has leadership promoted and enabled changes to happen?
Based on your observations, how has leadership decision making changed?
How has your leader aligned resources to support needed business results?
How would you describe the outcomes of the business?
What should I have asked but didn’t as it relates to rapid, unplanned change?
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Appendix C: Final Version of the Interview Questions
Questions Posed to Leaders
1. As it relates to your organization, how do you describe the COVID-19 pandemic?
a. How would you compare your organizations response to similar organizations?
2. How has the crisis changed the organization?
a. Do you believe these changes will be lasting?
b. Have these changes been mostly positive or negative? Explain.
3. How have you set direction during the recent rapid, unplanned change event?
a. Is there any deviation from how you would normally lead? If so, how so?
b. What challenges do you encounter when setting a direction for your team in times
of change?
c. What lessons have your learned about setting direction during times of rapid,
unplanned change?
4. How have you set the example during this time?
a. What challenges have come about due to the altered working environment?
b. What lessons have you learned about setting the example for your employees
during change?
5. How have you personally coped with the challenges related to rapid, unplanned change?
a. Do you find that you have become more or less aware of your own experiences
since the crisis began?
b. Has there been more intentionality around taking care of “you” during these
changes? How so?
c. If not, do you think there should be? Why or why not?
6. What have you done to communicate about change?
a. Has the tone or style of communication changed?
b. Has the impact of communication changed? How so?
7. Where have you done wells as a leader, or can make future adjustments, in bringing out
the best in people during rapid, unplanned change?
a. What new challenges have you encountered in trying to bring out the best in
people during these times?
8. How have you promoted and enabled change to happen?
a. Are those activities new?
b. Were those activities recommended by others or based on your own discretion?
9. How has leadership decision making changed?
a. Is this better or worse than in the past? How so?
10. How have you aligned resources to support needed business results?
a. Are these changes that would have been made in time regardless?
b. Has the current crisis impacted these changes?
11. How would you describe the outcomes of the business?
a. Does this outcome surprise you?
b. How do you feel about that outcome?
12. What should I have asked but didn’t as it relates to leadership and rapid, unplanned
change?
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Questions Posed to Frontline Employees

1. As it relates to your organization, how do you describe the COVID-19 pandemic?
a. How would you compare your organizations response to similar organizations?
2. How do you describe the changes to your organization?
a. Do you believe these changes will be lasting?
b. Have these changes been mostly positive or negative? Explain.
3. How has your direct leader set direction during the recent rapid, unplanned change event?
a. Is there any deviation from how they would normally lead? If so, how so?
b. What challenges have you observed when your leader is setting a direction for
their team in times of change?
4. How has your direct leader set the example during this time?
a. What challenges have come about due to the altered working environment?
5. What has your direct leader done to communicate about change?
6. Where has your leader done well, or can make future adjustments, in bringing out the
best in people during rapid, unplanned change?
a. Has the tone or style of communication changed?
b. Has the impact of communication changed? How so?
7. How has leadership promoted and enabled changes to happen?
a. Are those activities new?
8. Based on your observations, how has leadership decision making changed?
a. Is this better or worse than in the past? How so?
9. How has your leader aligned resources to support needed business results?
a. Do you believe these changes that would have been made in time regardless?
b. Has the current crisis impacted these changes?
10. How would you describe the outcomes of the business?
a. Does this outcome surprise you?
b. How do you feel about that outcome?
11. How have you personally coped with the challenges related to rapid, unplanned change?
a. Do you find that you have become more or less aware of your own experiences
since the crisis began?
b. Has there been more intentionality around taking care of “you” during these
changes? How so?
c. If not, do you think there should be? Why or why not?
12. What should I have asked but didn’t as it relates to rapid, unplanned change?
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Appendix D: Interview Data Matrix
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Appendix E: Alphabetical Listing of Codes With Frequencies
Code
Number

Code

Frequency

Code
Number

Code

Frequency

1

Accomplishment

3

29

Gratitude

4

2

Adapt

5

30

Growth

1

3

Adjustment

1

31

Guidance

120

4

Altruistic

4

32

Help

1

5

Ambiguity

1

33

Informative Communication

75

6

Autonomy

8

34

Intentional

4

7

Availability

1

35

Intimacy

65

8

Champion

3

36

Listen

7

9

Collaboration

3

37

Mental State

3

10

Comfort

4

38

Motivation

8

11

Communication

87

39

Optimistic

2

12

Compassion

7

40

Order

55

13

Confidence

2

41

Outperform

30

14

Connection

14

42

Oversight

1

15

Conscientious

1

43

Positive

3

16

Consistency

8

44

Prosperous

3

17

Control

4

45

Respect

4

18

Creative

1

46

Simplify

1

19

Culture

2

47

Socioemotional
Communication

108

20

Devotion

1

48

Strategy

48

21

Empathy

21

49

Struggle

1

22

Empowerment

2

50

Support

100

23

Encouragement

70

51

Team

44

24

EQ

7

52

Thoughtfulness

1

25

Example

16

53

Transparency

27

26

Expectation

16

54

Trust

9

27

Flexibility

12

55

Urgency

20

28

Focus

1
Grand Total

68
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